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Planning for an Ageing Workforce 
 
Linda Colley and Robin Price 
 
An aged and ageing workforce has become a reality for the human resource (HR) professional 
in developed countries globally. Within the public sector, managing ageing human resources is 
made more complex by the myriad of legislative and policy guidelines that influence 
employment-related policies and practices, as well as a tradition of security of tenure. The 
complexity of the public service human resource environment has been further exacerbated by 
new public management which has decentralised and devolved HR functions to individual 
agencies (Coventry, 2001). While the decentralisation of HR to agencies has enabled agency 
HR departments to devise policies that meet the specific human resource needs of the agency, 
it has also resulted in a loss of centralised understanding of the composition of the workforce 
as a whole.  
 
This research project set out to examine the issues associated with an ageing workforce within 
a case study of an Australian state public service. The research highlighted a number of factors 
that limited an agency level HR manager’s capacity to deal with their ageing workforces, and 
it is these factors that are the focus of this paper. These factors include the lack of an 
integrated human resource information system (HRIS), the nature of the information collected 
within the HRIS, and the capacity of HR professionals within the agencies to obtain and 
analyse the data obtained from the HRIS. We argue that agency level HR professionals need a 
comprehensive whole of service human resource information system, and the skills to use and 
analyse the data derived from it to better inform their workforce planning. 
 
Introduction 
As the name implies, public services provide services to the public. Many of these services are 
essential to the function of society as we know it, providing health, education, and family 
services as well as the infrastructure for transport and trade. Continuity of public service is 
something we take for granted as the natural order, and there can be significant political fall-
out when this order is disturbed. 
 
Given the nature of their organisation, public services are often labour intensive and therefore 
create an inseparable link between the workforce and service delivery. Nonetheless, 
predictable workforce problems are emerging and disrupting service delivery.  For example, 
take the following news report on one agency in our case study public service. 
 
‘Auditor's report says health department can't plan ahead.    
BRISBANE, Nov 13 AAP - Queensland's auditor-general says the state's health department does not 
have the systems in place to properly plan service delivery.  "Health cannot obtain reliable workforce 
planning data from their current HR system," the report said.  "This reduces the department's ability to 
identify both workforce gaps and skills-demand matches."  It said the department, which employs about 
a quarter of the entire Queensland public service, needed more information on staff and contractors' 
skills and qualifications to improve services.  Workforce planning was crucial as the population aged 
and more people moved to Queensland, placing greater demands on health services, the auditor-general 
said.  The department said in its response to the report it had now set up a workforce planning section 
and recruited experts in the field’ (AAP 2006). 
 
This news report highlights the importance of both continuity of public service delivery and 
availability of an appropriate workforce. Increasing sophistication at strategic planning often 
focuses on service delivery, with a somewhat slower realisation of the related workforce 
planning to support that service delivery (e.g. planning a major infrastructure project to meet 
increasing population demands, without considering the availability of the required 
engineering workforce). 
 
The ageing of the public service workforce in Australia, and in other developed nations, has 
been a catalyst for public services to engage with the workforce planning process. Public 
service workforces are often older than the rest of the labour market; quite dramatically so in 
the case of Australia, France and Ireland (OECD 2007). While there are many identified 
strategies that can be used to manage the ageing of public sector workforces (OECD 2007), 
these are of limited assistance without an accurate understanding of the demographics and 
competencies of those workforces, and so information systems are a central consideration. 
 
This paper uses a case study of the Queensland Public Service to review the quantity and 
quality of employee-related data and to ascertain how data meets workforce planning needs. 
First, it canvasses the literature on human resource planning, which identifies that public 
sector organisations in many countries are struggling to accurately assess the nature and 
composition of their workforce (OECD 2007; Liebowitz 2004; Pynes 2004; Rogers & Naeve 
1989). Second, the paper considers the availability, quality and use of data within our case 
study organisation. The paper demonstrates that the availability of human resource data has 
waxed and waned in recent decades through the decentralisation of human resource functions 
to agencies, and that the types of data collected, while they met the needs of earlier times, do 
not necessarily support effective workforce planning in the current labour market. We identify 
that many individual agencies are now moving in the right direction, scrambling to draw 
workforce information together to manage threats to service continuity, but ideally this would 
have been done earlier and under less pressure.  
 
Human Resource (HR) Planning 
The HR planning process is one of the many tasks that enable the HR function to deliver 
information to managers within an organisation. There are a number of models for HR 
planning, most of which involve analysing the existing workforce (supply), predicting future 
workforce requirements (demand), examining the gap between supply and demand, and 
developing solutions to counteract the gap (Anderson 2004; ANAO 2002; Bechet and Maki 
1987). All workforce planning models rely on the existence of a human resource information 
system; a database which electronically stores information about employees and which is 
capable of being analysed and of producing reports (Ceriello and Freeman 1991).  
 
For workforce planning, Bechet and Maki (1987) propose a seven-step model which is 
representative of the field.  It incorporates an examination of external forces likely to have an 
impact on the business in the short-term and the long-term. External forces, and their effects, 
are not directly integrated into the forecasting model, but act as an influence on the type of 
forecasting model which should be employed. Step two is to identify demand for specific 
human resources, both at a general percentage level across the organisation, and in terms of 
specific skill set requirements. Step three is to identify the human resources currently available 
within the organisation, in the light of likely recruitment, internal promotions, transfers and 
turnover levels. Knowledge and awareness of current employee’ skill sets, geographic 
preferences, age and experience can also be factored into this analysis. Step four involves 
analysing the interplay between demand for human resources as calculated in step two and the 
supply of human resources identified in step three, in the light of organisational knowledge 
about employee movements. Organisational factors, such as culture, management practices, 
employee mobility rates, and patterns of hiring and termination need to be considered here. 
Step five is to ascertain whether the organisation will have enough employees with the 
appropriate skills and the level of analysis should be the job level over time. Step six of this 
model is developing HR actions and strategies to counteract identified labour surpluses or 
shortages, and step seven is a review and revise feedback step. 
 
A range of statistical modelling tools exist to assist organisations in applying this human 
resource planning process. Anderson’s (2004) review identified the difficulties in ascertaining 
the specifics on the methods used in commercial workforce planning software packages, and 
raises questions the quality and type of information obtainable from the available software 
packages. Organisations need to have historical information on employees before it is possible 
to ascertain attrition levels, and hence project deficits in human resources, as well as 
information about employee skills, competencies and job holdings. Without information on 
skills, competencies and roles, Anderson (2004) asserts that many organisations do not have 
sufficient information to adequately analyse their workforce, and will have difficulty 
accurately predicting the human resource requirements of the future. For example, in relation 
to ageing employees, while most human resource information systems will readily generate 
statistics on the number of employees who are of retirement age, there is not an automatic link 
between age and intention to retire (Daniel 2005). 
 
Additional difficulties exist with the notion of workforce planning. The process of integrating 
human resource management and organisational strategy is easier said than done. Human 
resource professionals often lack the skills to proactively engage in workforce planning, or 
they are not well supported within the organisation to undertake workforce planning (Pynes 
2004). Not only does a database need to be established to record employee personal details, 
job holding and skills and competencies, but HR personnel need to be trained to interrogate 
the database and to make decisions based on the data they extract.  
 
Human Resource Planning in the Public Sector 
There is widespread acceptance that there is a need for public sector organisations to engage in 
workforce and succession planning, in part driven by the ageing of the public service 
workforce (OECD 2007; ANAO 2005; Pynes 2004; Anderson 2004; Helton and Soubik 2004; 
Liebowitz 2004), and their tendency to retire earlier than their private sector counterparts 
(Liebowitz 2004), but also because fewer employees are entering the public service, or desire 
to (Rogers and Naeve 1989). As the OECD (2007: 12) report into ageing in the public service 
notes, ‘Unfortunately workforce planning across sectors remains a rather weak point for most 
ageing strategies’. The situation is no better in Australia, with a recent audit of the Australian 
Public Service indicating that only 24 agencies of the 86 surveyed had an established 
workforce planning process (ANAO 2005). Human resource planning is time consuming and 
costly, which is not always appealing to an incumbent government focussed on short-term 
budgets and the next election. As Helton and Soubik (2004) note, workforce planning is not 
seen as immediately relevant to the day-to-day administration of the service, and hence tends 
to be neglected in favour of more immediate HR concerns. The costs of this approach, 
however, are a failure to plan for vacancies, a lack of knowledge transfer, and a diminution in 
the quality of service delivery (Helton and Soubik 2004).   
 
Anderson (2004) reviews the range of models employed within public sector organisations in 
the United States. He identifies the different levels of analysis currently used as: skills, 
competencies, job classifications and occupational groups. The primary emphasis in the 
literature on workforce planning in the public sector is for organisations to identify the skills 
and competencies of existing employees, to determine whether the organisation currently has 
sufficient people with the requisite competencies to meet current requirements. Clearly if the 
organisation does not have enough employees with the requisite skills and competencies it 
needs to recruit or develop existing employees (Pynes 2004). Organisations facing an excess 
of certain categories of employee also need to examine whether natural attrition will alleviate 
the problem, or whether it is necessary to retrain, transfer or separate employees. Once the HR 
staff understand whether the skills and competencies of existing employees meet the 
organisation’s needs, it is possible to forecast the required number, skills and competencies of 
future employees (Anderson 2004; Pynes 2004).  
 
Human resource planning, despite the sophisticated modelling tools available, is not an exact 
science. This is demonstrated by Handley (2007) when she examines the differences in 
performance between the systems employed by the United States Air Force and the United 
States Treasury. Often the link between the skills and competencies required for a job and 
educational requirements is tenuous, as the nature of jobs varies over time, and employers 
develop other strategies to deal with labour shortages (Adams, Middleton and Ziderman 
1992). Key aspects of identifying the skills and competencies necessary to meet future demand 
are to undertake a workforce skills analysis and job analysis. A workforce skills analysis 
should focus on asking managers to identify how work requirements might change and to 
project future requirements. Aligned with this, a job analysis identifies the tasks and 
responsibilities required of jobs and projects and how these might change, thus enabling 
managers to ascertain the skills and competencies which will be required of employees in the 
future. In a study of Australian federal public service agencies, most had a database that 
recorded demographic information about their workforce, but many were unable to describe 
their workforce in terms of their competencies, and hence predict future skill shortages 
(ANAO 2005). At the general level, Anderson (2004) advocates targeting analyses to the 
positions that are most difficult to hire or train for, otherwise the sheer size of the public sector 
workforce makes the analysis overwhelming. For example, there is a real need for human 
resource planning to counteract global shortages in the health services workforce, particularly 
of nursing and medical personnel (Stubbings and Scott 2004). 
 
There is general agreement in the public service HR literature that the most appropriate human 
resource database is a centralised whole of service database (Helton and Soubik 2004; 
Handley 2007; Anderson 2004). Anderson (2004) notes that sometimes a whole of service 
approach can reduce the impetus for analysis, but asserts that as agencies often have a 
common need, this is the best level at which to conduct an analysis. Helton and Soubik (2004), 
in their examination of the Pennsylvania public service, note that it was necessary to mandate 
agencies to access the service-wide database and to provide reports on their workforce 
planning. However, Helton and Soubik (2004) also argue that it is desirable for individual 
agencies to generate their own agency-level statistics from the centralised database and to use 
their agency-specific knowledge to identify the classifications within their own workforce 
where gaps presently exist and are likely to exist in the future (Helton and Soubik 2004). It 
should also be mentioned that employee privacy should be respected and that only raw 
numbers of employees should be made widely available (Eddy, Stone, Stone-Romero 1999).  
 
Methodology 
The case study method is used for this paper and related broader research.  This is a useful 
methodological strategy when “how” and “why” questions are being posed (Yin 1984), and is 
frequently used in industrial relations and public policy research. The case study method 
enabled us develop an intensive knowledge about a limited number of features and draw up a 
set of relationships (Neumann 2000:30-33; Plowman 1991; Yin 1984). Our broader research 
considers a range of issues regarding the effects of the ageing in a case study public service 
workforce and the strategies to address this. This paper, though, evolved from our 
observations about the difficulties in analysing the current workforce, and our reflections on 
the reasons for immature data systems in public services. We used an historical-comparative 
approach to provide us with a long-term perspective as well as a mix of evidence (Neumann 
2000; Patmore 1988). 
 
The use of this single case study is warranted as an academic endeavour because it allows a 
revelatory approach (Plowman 1991; Yin 1984). While single case studies have their 
limitations, this case is potentially generalisable across at least Australian public services and 
potentially international services facing similar ageing workforce and skills shortage issues. 
To enhance rigour, the data is drawn from a range of primary sources. Documentary evidence 
has been gathered from central personnel agency annual reports over the past three decades 
regarding both, the workforce data and the HR policies, practices and priorities of the time. 
This has been triangulated with discussions with both past and present central personnel 
agency representatives. 
 
Queensland Case Study 
Our case study organisation is the Queensland public service. Australia is a federation, and 
public services are divided between federal, state and local government levels. Generally, state 
public services undertake functions including the direct provision of services (such as health, 
education, roads, police, and emergency services), management and regulation functions (such 
as justice, natural resources, employment, environment, and local government) and promotion 
of state concerns (such as tourism, trade and economic development). Jobs in state public 
services vary from routine base level work to highly skilled professional and associate 
professional occupations. Public sector employment relations have traditionally been different 
from those in the private sector, but with the advent of new public management practices these 
distinctions are diminishing. Queensland is one of Australia’s largest states, with around 4 
million people and second largest in area (Queensland Government 2006). In our case study 
analysis, we trace the combined themes of: the nature of the central personnel agency; and the 
availability and quality of employee data, through the last four decades. 
 
Traditional approaches to workforce management in the Queensland Public Service 
Under traditional public service institutional arrangements, independent central personnel 
agencies controlled and regulated public service employment, making employment decisions 
free of political interference and with a view to service-wide efficiency (Northcote and 
Trevelyan 1854). After a few false starts, the Public Service Commission (PSC) of 1922 was 
the firstly relatively independent central personnel agency, but its power to protect career 
service conventions of merit, tenure and political neutrality and service-wide standards was at 
the expense of permanent heads’ traditional control of their own workforces. In 1968, the 
Bjelke-Petersen Government disbanded the PSC to establish a Public Service Board (PSB) 
(Colley 2005), which focused more on efficiency than to protect the career service, although it 
did evolve from policing to more of a consultancy and support role (Hughes 1980). The early 
1970s trend towards delegation of human resource functions to department level was reversed 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s due to an economic downturn, when the government sought 
greater control over financial and human resources (Colley 2005; PSB 1979,1980). However, 
from the mid-1980s, as the economy recovered, and as the PSB was out of favour with 
Government, centralised controls were relaxed and many HR functions were again delegated 
to departments (PSB 1984). 
 
New technology provided new opportunities for data capacity, although the nature of the 
information stored reflected the low sophistication of human resource activities and the simple 
needs of the central personnel agency at the time. In 1978, the PSB compiled a data system of 
personnel and establishment records to meet its role in staffing (PSB 1979, 1980, 1986). 
Recruitment needs were relatively simple, with an abundance of people turning to the QPS for 
employment during the economic downturn (PSB 1975, 1976, 1977). Continued delegation of 
recruitment activities meant that by 1987 department heads were predominantly responsible 
for the recruitment, selection, placement and redeployment of all staff up to senior levels and 
the Board’s role was largely limited to base-grade testing of applicants (PSB 1983, 1987). In 
this context, there was little need for central data capability to monitor workforce skills or 
labour markets, and little incentive for departments to collect such information. 
 
Promotions were relatively straightforward as, despite legislative changes, seniority remained 
a strong consideration, and more and more promotions were decided within departments (PSB 
1987). Central data needs for promotion would most likely have focused on length of service 
and experience in previous positions, rather than a more sophisticated record or analysis of 
skills held. For a variety of reasons - including lack of forward planning, constraints of a 
position-based establishment and the reluctance of department heads to release good staff – 
mobility between agencies remained an elusive goal, and no data was required to support this 
type of development (Brennan 2004; PSB 1979,1981).  The period saw a major focus on 
development activities, but no attempt to link this information to the workforce data set. 
 
Broader environmental factors also influenced the nature of data systems for two key 
priorities: containing and reducing staff numbers and wages during the economic downturn 
(PSB 1979,1980,1982); and provision to government of more detailed information on 
competing departmental priorities, to allow a better allocation of resources and establishment 
management based on program management (PSB 1980).  
 
The age distribution of the workforce was published in each PSB annual report, but nobody 
seemed to be analysing the trend becoming evident in the QPS age profile from 1980 to 1987. 
As Table 1 demonstrates, more than half of the workforce was younger than 30 years of age in 
1980, but the following years saw a continued decrease in people under 30 years and increase 
in all age cohorts form 30-40 years.  A review of the factors creating this change is beyond the 
scope of this paper, but the factors include the deliberate policy of containing recruitment and 
staff numbers, and the changing nature of jobs as technology revolutionised typing and 
copying functions. 
 
Table 1. Age Profile Queensland Public Service, 1980-1987 
year 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65+ total 
1980 11.91% 25.43% 17.35% 12.62% 8.37% 6.20% 5.39% 5.76% 5.25% 1.70% 0.01% 100.00% 
1981 11.30% 24.00% 17.47% 13.33% 8.88% 6.52% 5.47% 5.72% 5.54% 1.75% 0.02% 100.00% 
1982 11.53% 21.82% 17.47% 13.61% 9.35% 7.30% 6.12% 5.61% 5.57% 1.62% 0.01% 100.00% 
1983 13.88% 21.67% 17.09% 13.75% 9.70% 7.39% 5.82% 5.40% 4.50% 0.78% 0.00% 100.00% 
1984 9.36% 19.84% 18.50% 14.49% 11.52% 8.29% 6.10% 5.46% 5.12% 1.32% 0.01% 100.00% 
1985 8.50% 19.21% 18.57% 14.62% 12.07% 8.80% 6.48% 5.34% 5.00% 1.39% 0.04% 100.00% 
1986 7.73% 17.65% 18.29% 14.75% 13.11% 9.56% 7.09% 5.38% 5.01% 1.37% 0.04% 100.00% 
1987 6.39% 16.80% 17.77% 15.09% 13.66% 10.44% 7.60% 5.56% 5.08% 1.51% 0.09% 100.00% 
 
 
1987-1990 Deregulation of HR and a central data void 
In the late 1980s, Queensland faced a series of dramatic administrative, political and industrial 
changes (including three changes of Premier and the establishment of a major corruption 
inquiry). Changes in national wage fixation in the late 1980s, together with government 
ideology of deregulation, led to pressures to deregulate the Queensland labour market (Guille 
in Fleming 1998) and the Queensland government set the example within its own workforce.  
The Savage review in 1987 criticised the PSBs highly structured and restrictive personnel 
practices (Savage 1987), and new legislation in 1988 was based on a philosophy that Ministers 
and chief executives should be able to manage personnel functions within broad policy and 
budget constraints (QPD 1988; Savage 1987). Creation of a new central personnel agency was 
considered the best way to achieve this (Nutter 2004), and the PSB was replaced by the Office 
of Public Service Personnel Management (OPSPM). This led to an administrative void and a 
weakening of the career service conventions (Colley 2005), and the transfer of the OPSPM to 
Treasury in December 1987 (Ahern 1988) replaced any remaining career focus with an 
economic focus.  
 
The legislation appeared to create 27 private-enterprise style departments (QPD 21 April 
1988), which exacerbated the fragmentation that had been occurring throughout the 1970s and 
1980s. Permanent heads were re-badged as “chief executives” and given responsibility for the 
efficient management of their departments, including the selection, deployment, promotion 
and termination of staff (PSME Act 1988 ss11-12). The OPSPM’s role in promoting and 
supporting departments meant it had a minimal role in the selection or appointment of staff, a 
small role in the retraining and redeployment of certain officers, and its major role was the 
development of guidelines on HR issues and advice to departments on personnel management 
practices (PSME Act 1988 ss35-36).  
 
Without strategic human resource activities or imperatives, there was little focus on even the 
barest essentials of workforce information. The implementation of this devolution was too 
sudden and generally considered ineffective (Merrell 2004; Roberts 2004). For example, 
nobody told agencies that they should undertake their own workforce data collection (Colley 
2005). 
 
1990 Three steps forward under the Public Sector Management Commission  
The turmoil of the late 1980s led to a change of government and a watershed for public sector 
employment relations. The new Public Sector Management Commission (PSMC) was a more 
independent central agency, with a charter to “achieve efficiency, effectiveness, economy and 
impartiality in the management of the public sector of Queensland by providing leadership, 
oversight and direction”. Its functions included: reviewing the HR practices of every agency; 
reporting to the Minister and Parliament on public sector management; establishing and 
monitoring the Senior Executive Service, setting HRM standards, assessing adherence to equal 
employment opportunity principles, and ensuring merit-based appointment processes and fair 
treatment processes (PSMC Act 1990 ss.2.13-2.14). 
 
By March 1992, following completion of the majority of reviews, the PSMC settled in as a 
“small long term human resource management agency”, as Queensland adopted mainstream 
Australian public sector management (Davis 1995). But it was subject to heavy criticism. 
Tight control over some departmental matters caused “grief” for chief executives, who were 
unable to create new positions given the executive's determination to control the size of the 
public sector (Davis 1995). Davis suggests that the central control should be seen in context – 
first, the Bjelke-Petersen Government had “cut off” all “the normal processes by which an 
opposition Parliamentarian would expect to know something about the machinery it was 
inheriting”; second, the incoming government had no experience, and was “deeply suspicious” 
of a public service they didn’t understand; and third, there was a: “general view that the public 
service had gotten out of control since the abolition of the PSB … so there was just a feeling 
of trying to pull the reins back a bit” (Davis 2004). The anger against the PSMC was not due 
to the objectives of reform, but the consequences for individual public servants facing risks of 
redundancy and unfamiliar personnel systems (Davis 1995). Many of the reforms provided a 
unified set of employment policies and central ‘standards’ for personnel activities, and the re-
centralisation of powers that the OPSPM had devolved to chief executives in 1988 (Davis 
1993; PSMC Act 1990 s.3.3), at least until there was ‘a different state of play’ (Coaldrake 
2004).  
 
The Goss Government sought to introduce merit, equity and fairness into public 
administration.  The cornerstone of these reforms was the revitalisation of recruitment and 
selection processes, as the PSMC sought to break down the closed shop of the Queensland 
public service, in which there had been little advertising or external recruitment (Coaldrake 
1991). The new recruitment and selection standards sought to introduce merit, equity, 
transparency and fairness, and open opportunity to compete by making merit the basis for 
appointment to each available position (PSMC 1991). These were important reforms, and 
highly strategic in terms of re-instating the Westminster principles, but they did not require a 
sophisticated data system. However, the equity reforms were a driver for better workforce 
information, when the new Premier realised that not only could he not tell how many women 
worked in the QPS, he could not tell how many people worked there! 
 
Many other reforms under Goss were about re-establishing standards, principles and general 
public administrative reform. The HR standards made departments more serious about 
managing their people, but often only in technical ways through recruitment, discipline, 
downsizing, and equity. Such activities required only a limited information system. While 
better quality information about the skills and experience of existing employees would have 
benefited decision makers at the time, particularly those making decisions about which 
employees to offer redundancies, there was no impetus to establish a human resource 
information system in order to remove people from it. 
 
The creation of a Senior Executive Service (SES) and Chief Executive Service (CES) in 1991 
was a key part of the reforms to ‘promote the efficiency and effectiveness of the public sector 
by attracting, developing and retaining a core of mobile, highly skilled senior executives who 
are responsive to government, industry and community needs’ (Public Sector Legislative 
Amendment Act 1991). A survey of senior officers provided information about demographics 
and qualifications (e.g. the majority had degree qualifications and had worked in the private 
sector, many were less than 45 years of age, and three-quarters had worked in the Queensland 
public service for more than 10 years) (Hede and Renfrow 1990). However, the scope for 
external applicants and the requirement for internal applicants to apply for positions removed 
any pressure for a comprehensive internal database of skill sets. A separate human resource 
information database was established for the SES, as this elite group had separate recruitment 
performance systems and remuneration policies. Mobility was a key part of developing this 
SES, and the PSMC used the database to monitor SES profiles and movements, and made a 
particular effort in 1994/95 to mobilise those who had held long-term appointments in one 
position (PSMC 1995). While these mobility efforts were largely unsuccessful, for reasons 
beyond the scope of this paper, the nature of this database would have provided a model for a 
broader QPS workforce database. 
 
The PSMC had many successes in developing human resource standards, advisory services, 
training, resource kits and networks at management and operational levels (PSMC 1990, 1992; 
1993; 1994), but an evaluation of its activities in 1994 found that it had failed to meet its 
legislative obligation to monitor and audit processes other than for EEO initiatives (Hede 
1993; PSMC 1993). To some extent this was due to the lack of effective information systems, 
given the cessation of central data collection. While there could have been more systematic 
monitoring of the HR reform agenda, it was overshadowed by the compressed timetable to 
implement reforms and the general buzz of activity (Davis 2004). Another agency, the 
Department of Employment, Vocational Education, Training and Industrial Relations 
(DEVETIR) began development of an integrated HR system, but there was low satisfaction 
with the initial system, and ongoing delays in implementation due to the changing policy and 
classification frameworks (DEVETIR 1991, 1992). 
 
The improved collection of public service wide employee-related data collection was largely 
due the 1992 Equal Opportunity in Public Employment Act, which mandated that agencies 
report on their Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) target group membership, and develop 
plans to increase target group membership. An EEO census gathered initial data as at June 
1994, allowing analysis of sector wide trends in classifications, salary, age, length of service, 
regional representation, separation, appointment and promotion rates. The PSMC actively 
provided advice and assistance to agencies on EEO planning and benchmarking (PSMC 1995), 
and agencies began regular collection of data, on at least some workforce characteristics. 
 
In 1995, the government required greater availability of human resource data: 
In March 1995, Cabinet approved alternative strategies to manage and monitor the size and composition 
of the QPS workforce. The system requires agencies to report quarterly to the PSMC on the size and 
composition of their workforce against an estimated agency profile that has been established by 
programs. Implementation of the system will occur during 1995-96. Extensive preliminary work has also 
occurred during 1994-95 on preparing implementation guidelines in consultation with agencies (PSMC 
1995:27).  
Implementation of this decision led to improvements in the quality of employee-related data.  
A human resource development unit was established and the development of a human resource 
development database was also mooted. An expanded database was instituted for SES 
positions, appointments and mobility, to ‘allow greater statistical analysis of trends, including 
professional development’ (PSMC 1995). There were also plans to develop a HRM framework 
for the sector, to better integrate HRM within corporate management, to assist agencies in 
their strategic planning activities, as well as develop statistical collection and workforce 
planning models (PSMC 1995). While the PSMC did not comment on the age profile of the 
workforce, it did commence planning around the abolition of compulsory retirement at age 65 
(PSMC 1994). These plans were unseated by a change of government. 
 
1996 – Two steps back under the Borbidge Government  
The Goss Government reforms had unsettled the public service. While Goss narrowly retained 
power at the July 1995 general election, a by-election in February 1996 allowed the 
conservative parties to form a minority government. The Borbidge Government set about 
calming down the public service, providing more departmental autonomy, and deregulating 
the labour market (SPSFQ Feb 1996; May 1996; Dec 1996). Borbidge acted quickly on the 
promise to abolish the PSMC, and establish a new Office of the Public Service (OPS) in 
February 1996 (QPD 28 March 1996), with the goal of removing the “process burden” of the 
PSMC standards and restoring more discretion to CEOs in managing their people (Wright 
Consultancy 1996). Borbidge’s philosophy was reflected in the new Public Service Act 1996, 
which considerably reduced the powers of the central personnel agency, conferring broader 
responsibilities on chief executives, including control over the number and classification level 
of employees, appointments, and secondments within or between departments (Colley 2005; 
QPD 25 July 1996). The comprehensive PSMC Standards were replaced with brief directives, 
leaving significant scope for interpretation and application of those principles. The role of the 
OPS was to influence and support rather than control (OPS 1996). 
 
The OPS continued the quarterly collection of data from agencies, and participated in the 
development of the Minimum Obligatory Human Resource Information (MOHRI), which 
would collect EEO, HRD and workforce management baseline data, eliminating the 
duplication and multiple data collection that was required of agencies (OPS 1996, 1997, 
1998). The major OPS effort seemed to be directed towards the technical issues around 
collection of the data, the new CD-ROM technology for distributing the data, and guidelines to 
improve the quality of the data (OPS 1996, 1997, 1998). Despite the sweeping statements in 
each OPS annual report that the information would provide essential information for 
workforce planning and benchmarking throughout the public sector (OPS 1996, 1997, 1998), 
there appeared to be little central use of the information at that time. While there was a stated 
intention to provide a statistical research service to agencies, the primary purpose seemed to 
the staffing profile such as number of employees, whether they were permanent or temporary, 
and gender issues for EEO reporting (OPS 1996, 1997, 1998).  The function of collecting the 
data did not seem to make links to other OPS areas of workforce policy or practice. 
 
In 1996, the OPS engaged external consultants to undertake a HRM benchmarking study, 
which identified that the HRM function needed to be repositioned from processing roles to 
value-added roles, but identified these value-added roles as absence management, recruitment 
and selection, turnover, and retention (OPS 1997). In 1997/98, the OPS published a HRM best 
practice tool kit to follow up the benchmarking data, encouraging agencies to adopt best 
practice in absenteeism and retention, and to take a strategic approach to HRM (OPS 1998). In 
1988, these remained the priorities. There was an intention to provide workshops and pilots 
with agencies in 1997-1998 to encourage them to adopt best practice (OPS 1997), but we 
could not ascertain the extent or success of such workshops. The OPS dedicated limited 
resources towards the workforce planning process, with the development of best practice 
guidelines on human resource planning (OPS 1996). The OPS selected four agencies for a trial 
of workforce planning (OPS 1998), although little seemed to develop from this localised 
initiative and few links were made to workforce data. 
 
In this environment, data collection and reporting was about basic workforce demographics, 
rather than comprehensive qualitative information on the workforce. EEO remained one of the 
few well-embedded areas of data analysis, reporting and planning. While important, and 
legally mandated, it is only one component of workforce planning. The name of the data set - 
Minimum Obligatory Human Resource Information – is a good summary of the culture at the 
time, as the OPSs minimalist role as a central agency was reflected in its approach to 
workforce data collection. The focus was on demographic information (such as age, gender, 
length of service, classification and salary, with the later inclusion of AQF qualification or 
course of study). The data reflected the low level HR priorities, and there seemed to be little 
understanding or willingness to incorporate broader types of information – such as the 
organisational climate and morale survey findings, or the renewed focus on leadership - into 
the MOHRI data set. This may be because there was little sign of a skill shortage at the time; 
hence the collection of information for workforce or succession planning may have appeared 
unnecessarily complex and expensive. However, by 1998, it was clear that there were skills 
shortages in the information technology, nursing and medical occupations, and that the whole 
QPS workforce was ageing. However, the basic data set, and the failure of the OPS to lead HR 
professionals in the analysis of this and/or broader workforce information, meant limited 
strategic analysis or response. 
 
1998 Beattie Government 
The Beattie government came to power in May 1998 and took a middle road, rejecting some 
of the Borbidge Government initiatives, but not prepared to go as far as the Goss Government 
reforms. The re-named Office of the Public Service Commissioner (OPSC) operated for two 
years until August 2000 (QPD 10 Nov 2000) when human resource functions were split 
between the Department of Industrial Relations (DIR), the Department of Premier and Cabinet 
(DPC), and a new Office of Public Service Merit and Equity (OPSME). This led to confusion 
for central agencies and departments, as well as a loss of any dynamic HR agenda. The 
Director-General of DIR noted that revitalising the strategic HR role was one of his challenges 
(Henneken 2004). 
 
The collection and analysis of workforce data was identified as a key workforce priority. The 
OPSC recognised the difficulties caused by the lack of effective data systems, and ongoing 
efforts were made to improve reporting and analysis services (OPSC 1999). The OPSCs 
Information and Data Analysis Branch directed its efforts towards the collection of datasets in 
Queensland, and the development of a new Workforce Analysis Comparison Application 
(WACA) to assist with comparisons and benchmarking across the whole of government and 
potentially across states (OPSC 1999. 2000, 2006). While data was collected centrally, 
reporting by the OPSC primarily focused on internal clients, such as the Public Service 
Commissioner and Premier, rather than departments. 
 
The organisational climate and morale survey was increasingly embraced by agencies from 
1998, and in the early part of this period a small team continued to assist agencies to 
implement the surveys and consider strategies to address the findings (OPSC 1999, 2000). 
They also established some research partnerships with selected departments and universities to 
trial integration of organisational climate data with demographic and other data, as a proof-of-
concept project. Notwithstanding the lack of a central integrated database, departments were 
encouraged to combine the various data sources – organisation climate and morale, workforce 
management information, human resource benchmarking and other measures - to analyse 
organisational performance and inform planning and evaluation (OPSC 2000). Despite these 
research partnerships and agency interest, there was limited support from the OPSC middle 
management for either the climate and morale survey or the integration of the organisational 
climate data with the MOHRI data (OPSC interview 2006). This project was one of the 
casualties of the change in focus and the failure to develop a dynamic HR agenda following 
the institutional changes in 2000.  
 
At the outset, the OPSC noted that its workforce policy priorities were to develop flexible 
work practices, review attraction and retention of staff, and collect and analyse workforce 
data. The general mode of operation was to develop best practice frameworks and to hope that 
agencies adopted them. While the policy framework was important, there was little effort to 
integrate the various human resource activities undertaken in different sections of the OPSC, 
or to actively use the dataset to support these activities, or to embed policy changes. 
Workforce planning continued to be an aside, rather than a means of integrating all human 
resource activities.  While the OSPC did not have the regulating powers of previous central 
personnel agencies, and was restricted to encouraging development of broad policies (OPSC 
1999), it erred by failing to try to embed change or sufficiently monitoring departmental 
activities.  
 
Recruitment policies were relaxed further in this period. The creation of shared service 
providers, to undertake the operational aspects of human resources, further fragmented 
responsibilities and records, as shared service agencies undertook advertising of vacancies and 
collation of applications. Separate databases of job evaluations, positions, vacancies and 
applicant pools were maintained, with no linkages to the MOHRI database.  
 
Throughout this period, the OPSC/DIR highlighted the emerging problem of the ageing 
workforce. As with many of the central agency resources, guidelines were produced and 
placed on the website, without subsequent training and support for agencies (DIR 2002, DIR 
2005). Ageing workforce issues were re-emphasised in 2006 as part of the broader Queensland 
Government Experience Pays Awareness Strategy to “age-proof” workplaces (DEIR 2005). 
This initiative utilised datasets, and broader awareness sessions and pilot programs to embed 
the strategies, but once again, it was done in isolation and failed to integrate workforce 
planning and management. It was the advent of the Experience Pays project that led the OPSC 
to address the skill levels of HR personnel in data analysis within departments.  
 
Discussion and Conclusion  
From this historical review of the development of the QPS workforce data system, we can 
postulate a number of factors that limited the capacity of HR professionals within public 
service agencies to plan for an ageing workforce. While technology made new and more 
sophisticated data systems possible in each of the time periods, technological possibilities 
were not the driver of the nature of the datasets. The approach to data systems was generally 
affected by political and institutional factors. In general, changes in government led to changes 
in personnel agency, and conservative governments favoured decentralisation and 
departmental autonomy, except in times of economic distress when the PSB sought 
recentralisation.  
 
Hede (1993) describes four models of personnel management, and their approaches as: 
(a) police the administrators’ compliance with rules and regulations;  
(b) let the managers manage and tell them to do so efficiently and equitably;  
(c) let managers manage and help them to do so efficiently and equitably, and require 
them to report on it; and  
(d) make the managers manage efficiently and equitably by showing them how and also 
checking their compliance.   
The PSB most closely resembled the first type of policing and compliance, although it was 
trying to change direction by the time it was disbanded. Nethercote (1996) notes, that many 
Australian public service boards were abolished, without the compensatory step of a central 
human resources database to monitor developments, effectively leaving nobody with 
responsibility for service wide trends. In Queensland, the PSB was replaced by the OPSPM, 
which resembled the second model of ‘telling them to manage and leaving them to it’. The 
OPSPM was replaced by the PSMC, which combined the second and third models, with policy 
leadership and some minimal requirement to report on it, but stopping short of monitoring 
their compliance. Despite the managerial emphasis on planning and measuring, there appeared 
to be little monitoring of workforce trends, such as the ageing workforce, or less tangible 
issues such as motivation. The PSMC was about to embark on greater monitoring, but was 
abolished upon the next change of government. The subsequent OPS, OPSC and OPSME all 
tended toward the second model, with even less monitoring. 
 
The nature of public employment relations was another key factor in the nature of the data 
collection. The original purpose of data collection was to control establishment and salaries, 
although it was beginning to be used as a management information system. The central dataset 
was abandoned upon abolition of the PSB, with no apparent guidance to agencies to establish 
a compensating database. By the time the PSMC was established, there was little record of the 
number of employees in the QPS. A key driver for the re-establishment of the data system was 
the desire to support EEO initiatives, to gauge the diversity of the workforce and evaluate 
progress. To this extent, the collection of personnel data was externally forced upon agencies 
with this specific aim in mind, not a more generalised desire to engage in workforce planning. 
 
Given more time, the PSMC would undoubtedly have established more sophisticated and 
integrated data systems, in line with their integrated approach to HR. However, the more 
fractured approach of subsequent central agencies meant a failure to identify or value the need 
for an integrated data set that combined the MOHRI data with other internal sources of 
workforce information (such as the organisational climate data, recruitment and applicant pool 
data, and training and development data), as well as external data sources (such as ABS 
statistics and university enrolments). This would have created economies of scale and avoided 
duplication, as well as providing agencies with an information base which HR professionals 
could use for workforce planning. In this light, there was little importance placed on the 
OPSCs responsibility to lead workforce planning as the primary mechanism for this 
integration. 
 
The decentralisation of human resource functions also meant that agencies were under greater 
pressure to find a sufficient number of suitably qualified human resource practitioners. 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that departments would have benefited from leadership from the 
central agency on contemporary human resource skills, such as workforce planning and data 
analysis, and development of the professionalism of department human resource units. It is 
only in very recent times, as a response to the ageing workforce issue, that the OPSC has taken 
a lead in generally raising the skills of human resource professionals in data analysis, and then 
only to a minor extent. 
 
Devolution of human resource functions to departments was unnecessarily combined with 
little central oversight, and central personnel agencies not only missed an opportunity, but 
shirked their responsibility to monitor service-wide trends and to engage agencies in 
addressing these findings. Decentralisation of decision-making does not necessitate 
decentralisation of data collection and forecasting. Decentralisation seemed to work 
moderately well under times of stable labour markets, but has left the QPS exposed on staffing 
issues under current labour market conditions. Ideally, the central personnel agencies would 
have approached workforce planning in the same way that the PSMC approached EEO 
reforms, which were a strong example of the combination of data analysis, policy 
development, monitoring and culture change, and, proper embedding of a skill set. Workforce 
planning requires this sort of leadership and embeddedness in order to properly integrate 
workforce information and all human resource activities and to elevate the HR function to a 
more strategic level. 
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